A well-dressed couple entered the lobby of the Hôtel Saint-Dominique, the young woman first, pushing an expensive-looking pram, the muscles in her slender arms and legs taut with purpose. When they came to the hostess's desk just outside the bar, the young woman recited their family name and the time of the reservation. She looked at her wristwatch to show that they were exactly on time. The hostess smiled and then the young woman added, "A corner table, private but with a view of the dining room. I don't want to wake her."
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The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction A well-dressed couple entered the lobby of the Hôtel Saint-Dominique, the young woman first, pushing an expensive-looking pram, the muscles in her slender arms and legs taut with purpose. When they came to the hostess's desk just outside the bar, the young woman recited their family name and the time of the reservation. She looked at her wristwatch to show that they were exactly on time. The hostess smiled and then the young woman added, "A corner table, private but with a view of the dining room. I don't want to wake her."
The hostess held up two long menus and asked that they follow her through the barroom and into the dining room. A corner table had indeed been reserved for them, one usually given to parties of four, and the hostess asked if this table was satisfactory. Without saying anything the young woman tucked the pram safely into the corner and then adjusted her chair so that the pram was behind her and angled a little to her right.
"That will be all," said the young woman. The hostess smiled artificially and went away. The pram was navy blue, with chrome trim and white rubber wheels, an updated version of the kind of carriage English nannies push along the streets of Mayfair, or used to, anyway. The husband and wife themselves were dressed as if to complement it: the man in a blue blazer, jaunty rep tie, and white ducks (it was high summer); the young woman in a tailored white linen suit set off by a topazcolored silk blouse. The man was a professor at Boston University, a "University Professor," and the woman was the wife of a University Professor.
The professor had a meticulously groomed beard such as real, tenured professors usually wear. His wife was younger than he by some fifteen years, and very beautiful. She had sensuous lips, a fine full figure of which she was in complete control, and lustrous black hair, but it was her eyes that one was irresistibly drawn to with their finely reticulated gray irises and luminous, overlarge pupils. Her appearance was so striking that she could not go anywhere without attracting attention. The professor liked this and disliked it at the same time; he understood that it was the price one paid for beauty, or at least it was part of the price.
The waiter, arriving breathless, began to tell them how the brunch would proceed-buffet selections for the first two courses, followed by entrees prepared to order-but the young woman indicated by a slight turn of her wrist that they knew all that, they'd been here many times, how was it they'd never seen him before? The waiter, in an effort not to stare, became a bit abrupt, and this happens frequently, that the disguised reaction is in direct proportion to the emotion being disguised. The waiter could not look the professor's wife in the face. For just a moment he put both palms to his eyes in a way that the professor considered oedipal. Beauty of this magnitude is the greatest agony, thought the professor, ordering two glasses of Taittinger Brut. Beauty is no antidote to suffering. Quite the reverse.
The waiter was glad to take the order and get away. The young woman beamed complacently, as if she had not noticed any of this (and there was a good chance she hadn't), or as if she was quite accustomed to putting out men's eyes.
"I'll get something for us to start while he fetches the drinks," said the professor, standing, walking toward the buffet table, beaming sideways at his wife's brilliant beaming. There is something cruel in that, in the very nature of things, that beauty kills, and likes to kill-the tiger, the most beautiful land animal in the world, and the deadliest, though he knew such thinking was clichéd or worse. Beauty destroys and devours so that the world may live on. That seemed less trite, but not by much.
The professor returned bearing two small plates, then silence descended on the table as husband and wife sat staring at the carved Scottish smoked salmon draped over grilled slices of brioche cut into quatrefoils, the name of the restaurant and also its logo. They were waiting for their champagne.
"I can have just one," the young wife told the waiter as he set down the bubbling saucers. "The price of motherhood." She wasn't happy that she'd had to wait for the champagne in order to begin her first course, and she was even less happy that the champagne had arrived in saucers instead of flutes-hadn't she mentioned that to them the last time?-but she was working on being less critical.
"I understand," said the waiter. "My wife is due in September." "I hate it when they get personal," she remarked after the waiter had gone. "They try to erase the proper boundaries, so unprofessional. And arriving late with the wine. I should report him."
There was a time when the professor would have pointed out that it was she who had initiated the conversation, and it was merely the waiter's job to provide a response of some kind. Not only that, but the champagne had been brought to them as quickly as anybody would be able to open the bottle and pour it. But he had long ago stopped pointing out this kind of thing. It would do no good, and it would spoil her fun, which was to be haughty and capricious. Maria was from the Czech Republic and had grown up in Prague, where her own father had been a professor of comparative literature at Charles University. In this way she proceeded through life from the standpoint of not only financial but also cultural superiority. She was not an American and did not understand the democratization of roles that was an important aspect of American life, that a gas station attendant, for example, would not think anything of initiating a personal conversation with anyone who might pull up. The professor had seen his wife on more than one occasion tell such a man to go away and tend to his gasoline pump. "Go and look after your hose," she'd said one time, and it was all he could do not to laugh out loud. He saw no real harm in that, and she wasn't even too far wrong. It was the imagined slights and impertinences that worried him, although she was not shrewish to him personally. She merely became angry when her position was not understood and when, worst of all, her husband's position was not understood. In the world in which she had grown up, everybody's position was always understood, or at least that was how she'd explained it to him. So he humored her on these small matters, and with the constant show that needed to be acted out, the too-expensive meals, her voice on the phone when she made the reservations and insisted on the best table, and her tantrums when occasionally she arrived to find that she didn't have the best table, or, even more disappointing, when she'd been given some stooge's idea of what the best table was.
And it surprised her also, on this day when she'd been so happy, so ready to enjoy life, so full of energy and vitality, that in this place where they dined so often, and were known so well, that they should be sent a waiter who did not know them, their likes and dislikes, that she should have to explain what she had explained all too often, that there must be a responsible person to stand next to the baby when they both went up to select the next course, which she was now ready to do, and she would have to call him over, wherever he was, and explain all this, and how could you explain all this and not lose the timing-in her view that was the whole experience of dining, the timing-and now it would be ruined, there was no saving it, they should go, why didn't they just stay at home if this was going to be the result. She stopped herself short, admitting her own foolishness, that she sought perfection but the world would not yield it, she understood that, she was not a child, only it was disappointing, after all this time, when you thought you had arrived at a certain place in your life, worked for and earned, that what you believed was yours was still just a little out of reach. She rested her forehead for a moment on the cuff of his jacket, at the place where the edge of blue shirtsleeve peeped out, as if to implore forgiveness, which of course was granted in advance of anything she did or might do, for he loved her, as he explained time and again-that was the one thing she should never lose sight of. Now she went off to fix her face, and after she had passed the bar the waiter once more came back to the table to clear the plates, to offer another round, standing by the wife's chair and looking, as chance would have it, at the baby that had been sleeping quietly the entire time.
"Your first?" the waiter asked, glancing into the carriage. "Yes," said the professor, "a girl," suddenly spilling a glass of water. "Oh my," said the professor, and at once uniformed men appeared to blot the spilled water, to pick up the ice cubes, to change the linen on the table and replace the entire setting, including the centerpiece, before the lady returned.
In a few moments everything was as it had been. The professor was presented with a wine list even as the waiter apologized for his clumsiness. The professor waved away the list; he knew what he wanted. The professor's wife meanwhile returned to her place and smiled bravely, as if to show that she could buck up, there were things one had no control over, and that was a simple fact of life. She took his hand, squeezed it meaningfully, then turned her attention to the reclining figure in the pram.
"Why don't you just wait here and I'll choose the next course," said the professor as he stood up. He paused at the end of a table where a variety of cold seafood was set out on blocks of ice carved to resemble the fish and shellfish on display. Beside this table was a low wooden archway that led back into the sparsely lit barroom and adjoining wine cellar called Vespers (the building had once been a convent for Dominican nuns). There the waiter who had been assigned their table was talking to the hostess. The professor couldn't see them, but he could hear their voices.
"A life-size doll!" said the waiter's voice. "All dressed up in a little paisley pinafore! Unbelievable! Fantastic!"
The hostess, seeing the professor stand back from the buffet table, stepped on the waiter's foot. The professor paused for a moment just outside the bar. Both employees froze in place. He did not see anyone behind the bar. It was a slow time of year because the colleges and universities were not in session. Anybody could have gotten that corner table; it didn't prove anything. He turned without a word and went back to the buffet table, where he filled two salad plates with cold lobster and king crab.
"But I'm telling you, it's just a doll," the waiter said in a low voice when the professor was again out of earshot. "A plastic replica. A simulacrum."
The waiter had recognized the professor, had a few months before attended one of his lectures on the theory and practice of translation, a field in which he was an eminent authority-the man who some people said was the next Walter Benjamin in that he frequently discussed literary translation not in terms of what it got right but, more importantly, what it got wrong: the misreading or misinterpretation that led, strangely, to greater fidelity to living art and the possibilities for interpretation that implies. "It's your job," the hostess pointed out. She rolled her eyes. "Just do what they tell you to do. Come when they bloody well tell you to come, and leave when they bloody well tell you to leave. It's really very simple."
The waiter shrugged, adjusted his tie, which was patterned with identical blue and red bug-eyed carp, and went back into the dining room.
The couple sat together in silence, picking over their second course. The waiter arrived with a bottle of Chablis, that green-eyed goddess, uncorked the bottle in front of them, and poured a small amount for the professor to taste, but he only waved his hand in the air to suggest that the waiter should not bother with this formality. When the wine had been poured (the lady would have a second glass after all), the waiter asked the couple if they'd decided on the main course. First he turned to the young woman, who stared back at him with gray, guileless eyes. She would have the Dover sole. She picked up her wineglass and continued to stare at him over the rim. He looked back at her and was determined not to be the first one to look away. The sight of her, though, was extraordinarily powerful, like something he'd heard about but had never actually experienced firsthand. While this was going on the husband mumbled that he'd have the same thing as his wife.
"Yes, of course," said the waiter. "Certainly, sir."
The professor toyed with the middle button of his sport coat, stroked his beard pensively, then emptied his glass just as the waiter was bringing over the sole, which was artfully arranged on two oversize plates and set off against an outer circle of tiny, truffled potatoes. The professor, without acknowledging the originality of the presentation, signaled for the waiter to refill his glass.
The professor's wife had the baby out of the pram and was rocking it slowly in her arms, whispering unintelligible things and cooing into its ear. She clutched the baby to her breast and stared meaningfully into her husband's eyes. He returned her gaze and spoke his wife's name, once, quietly, and in a way that sounded like a question.
"Can I bring you two anything else?" asked the waiter, but neither one responded.
The waiter came back to the hostess's desk and said, for no apparent reason, "Her name is Maria. And I've seen him before, attended his lectures. In my field he's a celebrity. He's written what some critics are calling the most definitive translation of Madame Bovary in fifty years. It's funny, he says he did it by disregarding or in some sense not considering Flaubert's intentions, including the mot juste, a version of the novel not identical or 'faithful' to the original, but a version that can have a life of its own in the world alongside the original." "Every Eurotrash female east of Dubrovnik is named Maria," remarked the hostess. "Do they have a name shortage along with all the other shortages? Like with the long lines just to get a roll of toilet paper. Do you suppose the young mothers stand in a long line, and some guy with metal-tipped shoelaces says, 'Sorry, ladies, only Maria is left today, all the other names are taken. Please name your daughters Maria until further notice. That is all, comrades.'" She pronounced these last few sentences in a heavy, archly fake Eastern European accent that was intended to convey bemused cynicism, which included an ironic disregard of the fact that Soviet Communism and its influence in Eastern Europe had been dead for a couple of decades. Dealing with the public can make one terribly cynical. The hostess, who had an MFA in screenwriting and who'd written two screenplays she was unable to sell, was just such a cynical product of the service industry. To her way of thinking, there were only two kinds of people in the world: those who'd had their screenplays optioned, and those who hadn't. In fact, her second screenplay was called "The Optioned." In the first group were the people who stayed at the Hôtel Saint-Dominique and took their meals in the restaurant where she worked. In the second group were the people waiting for their screenplays to be optioned and who, in the meanwhile, put in time serving the first group. For her, the important distinction was that the optioned got to live in the historical moment, and hence live real lives, while those not optioned were consigned to live at the end of history, like orphans stranded at the end of a dirt road. The hostess had remained in the second group far longer than she'd expected, and she was in the process of adjusting herself to that fact.
The waiter, though, still believed he was tied to this job for only a short while, that he was on his way elsewhere. But what would be so terrible if he wasn't? Some of what went on here-the people you met, what they said and did, the unusual and complicated lives they led-was really very interesting. While the hostess went on ridiculing the couple in her archly fake Eastern European accent, the waiter gazed wistfully toward the dining room, sighed, and looked forward to the moment when he could return to clear the plates, offer coffee and tea, and wheel in the dessert cart.
Today he had flourless chocolate torte served with whipped cream and freshly minted strawberries macerated in Grand Marnier. He had blueberry and Meyer lemon crème brûlée with house-made lavender gelato. He had warm praline and chocolate chip bread pudding with a bourbon hard sauce, also served with whipped cream, upon which he would shave additional chocolate from a brick of Teuscher dark. He had ricotta cheesecake served straight up, no fruit, no whipped cream, no cinnamon or nutmeg, no graham cracker crust, just the real deal, brought in daily from a farm in the Champlain Islands, grass-fed Holsteins of historically important lineage, magnificent. He also had the restaurant's own individually baked Boston cream pies, a signature item he often took home to his girlfriend, Susan Anselm Parker, an architect who was growing weary of him not finishing his dissertation even as he was growing weary of his dissertation and Susan Anselm Parker.
After dinner they would take their secondhand pies into the living room and he would tell her the story of the couple and their unusual baby girl. But what he would not tell her, what she would find out or not, as time went on, is that he had seen true beauty and originality and had been forever changed by his encounter with them, though in the near term, as is always the case, it was not possible to say precisely how. It was like Paul on his way to Damascus: you got hit in the eyes by the thing you had been missing but that you had not known you'd been missing until it came down and knocked you off your horse. The thing you'd suspected was possible while not believing for a second that it really was possible. The thing that, having once experienced it, there is nothing left to do but throw away everything and follow after it like a helpless child, and be near to it, or as near to it as mortal man can be.
These musings occupied the waiter while he waited to go back into the dining room, to wheel in the dessert cart, to offer the gray-eyed goddess what was in his power to offer her. The gray-eyed goddess, the trim-coifed goddess-"Jesus H. Fuck," gasped the hostess, then drove her slender screenwriter's elbow into the waiter's ribs.
He emerged from his reverie just in time to witness man, woman, and pram moving procession-like through the darkened barroom. The man pushed the pram with one hand and ushered the woman forward with the other; the woman held the doll by one leg and fixed her eyes straight ahead.
"Just put it on my tab," the man called to them in a febrile bray. "Oh, let us once and for all escape this stinking toilet!" shrieked the young woman with sensuous lips and lustrous black hair and fine full figure barely contained in white linen suit, then shifted into a language that made her tantrum all the more mysterious and beautiful, made the spectacle of her dismembering the doll in its paisley pinafore and scattering its limbs to the four corners of the room all the more terrible, profound, like Aeschylus, like Milton, like the object that had dropped with such languid grace from the Enola Gay-like the veil of the temple that was rent in twain and the earth shook and the rocks were split, and the tombs were opened, and the bodies of the saints that had fallen asleep were raised.
Close by the waiter's ear the hostess's breath caught sharp in her throat.
"Wow," said the waiter in a low voice. "Wow wow wow." He whistled through his teeth. The professor and his wife passed by the hostess's desk on their way to the front door. "Tip yourself fifteen percent on the food, but not the alcohol," the professor called back to the waiter. "I'll send someone for the carriage later today." His wife clutched his right arm; she stumbled along beside him as if she'd broken a heel. They passed through the doorway and disappeared into the sunny summer afternoon.
The pram lay on its side in the barroom, the back wheel slowly turning. Pieces of the doll lay scattered about in a way that suggested an important human truth without revealing it.
"Kubrick would probably have optioned that concept," said the hostess. "Or even Polanski." She walked toward the doll's head as if she were about to kick it, then did kick it, once only, but deftly, and with finality, to the other end of the bar, followed by peals of girlish laughter and a cleanup crew of three busboys from Nicaragua.
